this name. 5 The first important work in English to evoke the birth of Europe in a title, a work written by the medievalist Robert S. Lopez, did not appear until 1962. 6 The spread of this metaphorical habit, and the pace at which its use has accelerated in recent decades, is an index of the telescoping of historical time. True, a narrative of origins does not entail short histories scrunched into the last few centuries of the human millennia. In the loosely historical models proposed by the thinkers of the Enlightenment, dates of origins are allowed to fade off into the very distant past. The acceptance of deep time as a geological fact following the 1860s suggests origins-histories that could be very deep indeed, as they are in fields like geology, biology, and astronomy. But the narrative of birth or origins that began to spread in the practice of history in the late nineteenth century moved in the other direction. It became a narrative of compression and shortening.
In the later nineteenth century, as the genealogy of Genesis was being shouldered out by the scientific history of nations and their origins, the logic of the new ontogeny demanded a birthdate. It did not make sense for authors to pursue the origins of France or Europe, let alone capitalism and human rights, to the trackless depths of préhistoire-though some tried. 7 But 5 Victor Henri Ferdinand Lot, Naissance de la France (Paris: Fayard, 1948 This paper constitutes a brief inquiry into the growing proclivity for talk of origins over the last century and a half, with special attention to works of history published in French and English. My goal, here, is not to explore trends in the philosophy of history. Instead, I survey the customs of ordinary, practicing historians in the form of the general histories, textbooks, and works of synthesis that they wrote. The inquiry is brief because not easy to know how to assess the presence or weight of origins-talk. Some of the evidence is quantifiable, but the task, ultimately, requires an act of reading and judgment. Hence the value of this, a disciplinary forum, where it is possible to offer preliminary remarks like these in the hopes of generating discussion.
The compression of historical time itself was long in the making, and the rupture induced by talk of origins itself has distant origins, as a brief detour into an earlier age of history-writing will suggest. In the late sixth century, as the collective memory of the Germanic invasions was receding and the horror of the Justinianic plague was ebbing away, a Gallo-Roman historian named Gregory set out to record the history of the Frankish people. Creation. In the model of the Renaissance historians, History merely limps out of the obscuring gloom of fragmented memories and sources.
The claim here appears to be purely epistemological. Yet epistemological claims often serve political interests. In this case, it is important to note that figures like Leonardo Bruni and
Machiavelli placed sacred scripture squarely in the darkness of unknown time, since it was uncorroborated by any independent source of evidence. The Deluge had made sure of that, (1883) continued to affirm a history that began with the creation of the world in 4138 BC, the date preferred by some French historians over the date of 4004 BC typically used in the Anglophone world.
entirely bereft of the framework of sacred history. 14 Historians of a more secular cast of mind than Guizot produced general histories that began with the Asiatic civilizations or, following Joseph Scaliger, with Egypt. In these works, sacred history was demoted to a history of the Jews, which in turn was typically ranked fourth or fifth on the honor roll of historical precedence.
15
In many histories of the era, the time revolution is curiously absent. A few lines in some works, philosophical speculations in others, indicate an awareness of the challenge to the chronology of human history. 16 Yet trauma can be detected in this oblivion. With the collapse of 4004 BC as a secure point of origin, the human sciences now had to contemplate a time that was nigh eternal in its depth. In this way, the time revolution reinstated the geological premise of eternalism that, three centuries earlier, had led Machiavelli to insist upon a shortening of History's ambition and competence. This was not the only source of trauma. Alongside the doctrine of the near-eternity of the earth came the understanding and acceptance of a deep human phylogeny, a concept that was profoundly problematic for the genealogical mode of historywriting. As Nietzsche put it, "in former times people sought to show the feeling of man's greatness by pointing to his divine descent. This, however, has now become a forbidden path, for 22 Bossuet, Discours (1772 ed.), 9. Post-diluvial conditions were not wholly primitive, for Noah's efforts, according to Bossuet, preserved some of the things that man had presumably learned from his Creator in the ante-diluvial days, notably agriculture, the art of pastoralism, clothing, and perhaps (Bossuet isn't sure) the ability to lodge himself.
history of French civilization (1885). In the preface, he promises to make available to every reader the new history of civilization that is already being taught to girls. 23 In place of a genealogy of battles, he offers a history of the nation itself, explaining how, "from the multitude of ancient Gaulish tribes or feudal states, was born a nation." 24 Like Guizot, his history begins in Gaul, though not in a post-diluvial landscape. Instead, he tells us that Gaul will figure more prominently in his history than is usually the case, for we have the blood of the ancient Gauls in our veins. Where Guizot buried the metaphor of origins deep within his first chapter, Rambaud elevated it to the very title of the work-Tome Premier: Les Origines-where it stood out both historiographically and typographically. The first few pages, transcending Gaul itself, speak of primitive times and the "fossil races" who lived in the land that would be France and who left their bones mingled with those of animals long since gone. This is not Guizot's scriptural model,
where Gaul springs from a narratival nothingness. Instead, the ancient Gaulois are linked to eras long gone, the eras covered by archaeology, and so the French nation is truly profound.
In pushing deep, Rambaud was following in the footsteps of Victor Duruy's even more profound history, the Abrégé d'histoire générale. 25 Published in 1873, this is the earliest work of history I have found that admits that history has to begin with the origins of the earth itself. The gesture to geology, admittedly, is not systematic. The first chapter, which in the fashion usual for 23 Rambaud, Histoire de la civilisation française. In the preface (p. vi), he explains how "le programme adopté dans les lycées de filles met au premier rang l'histoire de la civilisation," presumably because civilization, at the time, was a distinctly feminine subject. Bertholet, this was a fecund era, an era that witnessed the formation of the nations of the new Europe. 27 It was fecund because the ideas and habits of the Romans were blended with those of the Germans, a foretaste of the "fusion" metaphor that went on to have such a lively career in the twentieth century. Here, we can see the telescoping of time in action. In less than eight years, roughly a thousand years of historical time were chopped off from the front of history.
A few decades later, as the teaching of Western Civ came to the United States, we see exactly the same progression in the historical philosophy of the American historian James Before the 1920s, there were plenty of generalists who studied the feudal age, the age of the seigneurie, the Christian era, and even the middle ages. But it is doubtful that there were many self-described medieval historians. Some measure of this claim is suggested by the fact that the phrase "medieval history" was used in only a scattering of English titles in the later decades of the nineteenth century. Its equivalent, "histoire médiévale," was never used in French history during the nineteenth century, according to title searches I have done. By the 1920s or 1930s, however, in concert with broad trends shaping the discipline as a whole, historians who might have previously thought of themselves as European historians were learning to self-identify as historians of medieval Europe.
31
As the period of time between the fifth and fifteenth centuries emerged as a legitimate field of inquiry, rather than a Gothic horror show, medieval historians writing in English leapt at the chance to use historical ontogeny and its metaphors of birth, origins, and roots, to claim their period as the point of origin of modernity and its institutions. Since then, metaphors of origin, birth, roots, and revolution have proliferated in medieval historiography, as medieval Europe-in Edward Gibbons' model, a regrettable detour on the path to civilization-became the period of origin for civil society, the state, commerce and trade, banking, cities, individualism, universities, the modern nuclear family, scientific method, law and justice, human rights, 31 The earliest reference to the phrase "medieval history" in book and chapter titles in the 
